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 “I slept and I dreamed that life is all joy.  I woke and I saw that life is all service.  I 
served and I saw that service is joy.”  That is a quote by Lebanese writer and philosopher Khalil 
Gibran, who immigrated to the United States as a young man.  His best-known work is probably 
his book of poetry and essays called The Prophet.  His words came to mind as I started thinking 
about this period of reflection and prayer in which we are engaging as a congregation.  When it 
comes to concepts such as service and giving, it is normal for us to ask ourselves “How much is 
enough?”  There are so many needs in our community and in the wider world – where do we 
begin and where do we stop?  How do we approach choosing which people and programs should 
receive our attention, our awareness, our volunteer time, and our money?    
 The answers to those questions vary from person to person, but Gibran’s words gave me 
some different perspective on the questions themselves.  If we can shift the way we think about 
the role of giving in our lives, we might be surprised at the results.  What might happen if we 
ceased to approach service as an obligation, a box we need to check off, and instead embraced it 
as a pathway to joy, meaning, and fulfillment?  What if we grasped, at a deep level of our souls, 
the abundance of love God has shown to us, and recognized that when we share with others out 
of our prosperity, we are not dividing or shrinking our own personal blessings.  We are instead 
multiplying the collective blessings of creation.  When we understand the concept of giving in 
the larger framework of our faith, the question shifts from “Have I done enough?” to “How can I 
do more?”           
 The words from Joshua this morning spoke to me about the competing voices in our 
culture, all of which demand our attention and energy.  Joshua’s stern admonition to the 
Israelites to choose whom they would serve, with dire consequences, seems harsh to us now, but 
we can learn something from the level of commitment to which he called his people.  Joshua’s 
emphatic statement “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord,” put me in mind of my 
great-grandparents, Harry and Mary Anna Moore.      
 Harry and Mary Anna were farmers and ranchers, and also devout Southern Baptists.  
Harry Moore was a founding member of Calvary Baptist Church in Lindsay, Oklahoma, where 
he served numerous terms on the Board of Trustees (the equivalent to the Session in our polity).  
There is much on theology and doctrine that we would disagree on in today’s world, but I still 
admire their dedication to their faith and their church.  Harry and Mary Anna celebrated their 
50th wedding anniversary several years before I was born, but I still remember a plaque that their 
church had presented to them at their anniversary party.  It had the date of their anniversary, and 
these words from Joshua – “as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.”  Even as a young 
child, I knew those people has lived the truth of those words.  I also know we live in a different 



world from the one they did.  Surely they struggled to be faithful to their commitment too, but 
probably in different ways from us.  Whenever and wherever we live, it takes conscious effort to 
be the people of God.           
  Before we can make an internal shift to understanding service as joy, though, we 
have to understand how linked we are with all the other people of the earth.  When we see that 
we are all God’s children, we know instinctively that service to neighbor – whether that service 
be in terms of time, energy, or financial support – does not take anything away from us.  Service 
and support contribute to the building up of the whole.  Paul did not express it quite that way, but 
I think that’s what he is getting at in the passage we are looking at this morning.   
 In studying these closing words from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, I ran across 
something that I don’t think I had ever noticed before – or if I did it hadn’t taken on the 
significance I found there in the past few days.  What I discovered was that Paul’s conclusion 
here gives us a sense of the relationships between these ancient congregations.  Paul picks up a 
thread that he started in the letter to the Romans.  If you pick up your pew Bibles and look at 
Romans 15, verses 25-29, Paul writes about “saints” in Jerusalem who are having a difficult 
time.  The churches in Macedonia and Achaia have committed to sharing their resources with 
their neighbors in need.  “They were pleased to do this,” Paul says, “and indeed they owe it to 
them; for if the Gentiles have come to share in their spiritual blessing, they ought to be of service 
to them in material things.”  In other words, thoughts and prayers are not enough.  Followers of 
Jesus are called to put their faith into action by sharing what they have and by advocating for a 
just and peaceful world.  The most urgent need in the Corinthians’ orbit at this moment is the 
situation in Jerusalem.          
 Making this connection between the letters to Rome and Corinth (and how each would 
relate to Jerusalem) gave a sense of continuity and narrative to these letters that often seem all 
too disjointed.  Corinth was a city located near the Roman province of Achaia, so they are part of 
this effort to assist their neighbors in Jerusalem.  Part of Paul’s purpose in writing to them is to 
let them know the plan for getting the gifts for the Christians in Jerusalem where they need to go.  
Just like us, the community needed a way to execute their good intentions.  Paul is helping them 
with that by presenting the next steps.  This succession of letters is an early, primitive use of 
social media.  One of the benefits of technology is that now, when something happens in our 
world, we know about it within hours and can start mobilizing resources to send help.  For 
example, St. Matthew often donates to Presbyterian Disaster Assistance in the wake of a natural 
disaster like an earthquake or a hurricane.  I’m always moved by how quickly and effectively 
PDA gets the word out in the wake of a disaster, and the variety of avenues they provide for 
giving.  Anyone who wants to contribute can find a way to do so.  Paul is making a way here for 
the Corinthians.          
 There are just a couple of other things I would like to point out about this letter that I 
think are useful as we try, together, to create the realm of God in this broken world. First, Paul’s 
words speak to us about how critical preparation is in doing the work of God. Paul doesn’t only 
express a plan for getting the financial aid to Jerusalem – he directs them in how they can put 
aside a sum of money for this important purpose.  I found that amazing – so often I hear of a 
situation in the community or in the world and I think “I need to do something to help.”  And 
sometimes I follow through on that, other times I don’t.  When I don’t, it’s usually because I feel 



like I don’t have enough, or I’m NOT enough, to make a difference.  Paul shows a way for the 
Corinthians to get ready to donate to the church in Jerusalem: “On the first day of every week, 
each of you is to put aside and save whatever extra you earn, so that collections need not be 
taken when I come.”  Paul has learned that having a plan to give on a regular basis, when you 
have to consciously put money aside for that purpose, leads to more and deeper giving than when 
we just open our wallets and pull a bill or two out without thinking of it.  We might not follow 
Paul’s instructions to the letter in this day and age – savings accounts and electronic bill paying 
and stocks and so many other things affect how we give and when.  Nevertheless, Paul makes a 
valid point about preparedness.  When we intentionally earmark money for the purpose of 
building up the world, we have something in the tank when our neighbors (or we ourselves) hit a 
crisis.                 
 The last thing I want us to notice is that preparedness leads to possibility.  As Paul 
recounts his own plans, and the fact that he will not yet see his friends in Corinth for awhile, he 
says it is because there is still work to be done in Ephesus.  “A wide door for effective work has 
opened to me, and there are many adversaries.”  We don’t know the specific nature of what Paul 
is doing in Ephesus, but let’s venture a guess that he is taking the same approach with the 
Ephesians as with the Corinthians – that the Ephesians have been marshalling resources for the 
sake of the gospel.  At the time Paul writes, there are plenty of willing spirits and energetic hands 
and denarii in place to carry the word of God’s love for every last one of us out to people who 
were hurting and felt abandoned and were in need of hope.  The need is always present – for the 
foreseeable future, suffering will be part of our world.  So the need is always there, but the 
Ephesians preparedness, and soon the Corinthians’ as well, has made it possible for them to 
alleviate that suffering just a little bit.        
 God is also opening a wide door for effective work for us, here at St. Matthew.  We are 
blessed with a generous congregation – it touches me how you all pay attention to the world 
around us and look for creative ways to respond.  We might not be wealthy according to the 
standards of our culture, but you all are a spiritually prosperous people.  Because God has given 
to us in such a full measure, we have the opportunity to be prepared.  And when we are prepared, 
the possibilities will emerge for us to open the doors wider.  Prosperity, preparedness, and 
possibility.  We’ve got it all, and we can do still more with it.  Thanks be to God. 

 

Amen.    


